Review [of Peter West\u27s \u3cem\u3eArbiters of Reality: Hawthorne, Melville, and the Rise of Mass Information Culture\u3c/em\u3e] by Wadsworth, Sarah
Marquette University
e-Publications@Marquette
English Faculty Research and Publications English, Department of
5-1-2011
Review [of Peter West's Arbiters of Reality:




Published version. Resources for American Literary Study, Vol. 34, No. 7 (May 2011): 255-257.




The pllblit' il l. il nl of Ll.'llers ami &x:ial A.im.~ and r.il l' l,.,.O remaining \ulllrnes ill the 
CnlLecled Wflrks wil l on ly 5[iI11111 11lc' fU I"'-'lel" til e a lre:'ldy-robusl i::ll le r <;o n lncla o; trr, 
\Vc'sky T. Moll 
\l'iJrr l's tl!r P(!(l'in1mir In.~ tit 'l/I (' 
TilE ARI\lTERS OF REALITY, IIAWm OR"., M~J.v I LLE. ,,,-'In TilE RISE OF 
MASS INFORMATION C I" I.Tl 1){E. Ih P(: ll.T West Columblls: Ohio S W Tt' UP, 2008. 
xiy + ~~q (lp . ~44.9:>. 
In " The Story T eller," one o f Ih e lost colleu.iOfJS he.: assembled on ly to disll1:l.nl lt~ 
a ud publish p ircc'lTH'ai , Nalh,(lli c i H(l\\, thornp ( 1 ~()4-64) d C\'ised (I n elabOlatc n;\1'-
raliw.: frame in ,,:hich an irill( 'I"<l. II L raconleu r rl?ga les his i i ,,(c' lwl"S with sl.nr-ics VI 0-
d uccd in r~~pomc 10 audjence demand. In Tit/' A,.bill' rJ (9' HI'flli t"r : I fall'thonu. 
,tU rd-villi', and thl' Hiw (l AlrO,I' h ,/ill'lilotion ClI/turp, rt'f{~r \\\:sL begins hi ... rliSn.l~sioli 
of antdwllL,llll romance by pee ring inside the hox-within-a-hnx SLl" U(lUH: of "Th~ 
SlOl·Y Teller" to disci me the ' llllilur's mod!'" of" st:1t~ddillition \,-jchin a cllltun: of 
com men ia l d i'lpbr ~Ul d Barll unwsquc hype, The c ha pter otkrs it ("fnupdLing rt'ad-
ing of the remnan t ~ o r "TII( ~ Slory Teller"; ir a b o allows West to (r("(l I.C-- a fr"lllling· 
(kvice of his own ill whid . romann~ it'idf l;VIll CS sharply into !(K US. 
lhe six r hapters of "fh f .' l rbilu,\' (!{ Rea/it)' arc divined ('qllaU )' be twt't'"n Hav .. tlHJrIl C 
and Henn;lll tl.klville (18l 9- fl l ) and anang;cd in symmetri cal (:(mn: ntric frames. 
1n each half of th e monograph , \Vesl p resents ;l st:qucnce of ch " pte rs thal hcgim 
\\'ith a lesse r-known tex t and graduaJly expands to ~Il romrass a hruadcr histo rical 
('.('In l e'X I., illc l"easi ngh.: slIh!'>la nl ial le :\LS, a nd mo r(" .~wt't'ping illlpli c~\li(}n s <l bo u r TIl<' 
li terary a rt isl. ' s se lf .. fash ioning atHl onlolog-i("<11 claims with resp('(I. 1.0 ;m ullSlabk 
" 1"t'alit y" freshly l1lorkeced (r'llh!' masses a~ th e r f: :Ll dcal. The dfect Ill" this double 
Irip<'lnilc <;tntClllrc- comparahle to " the layt-: rcd 11 .uTatin: appl'o~ch " (.')g) of"Th c 
S tor y Tcllcr' ·-is lo profile (';lch allthor 's cn)O(<tge menl Wi Th c!J;mging nOlions uf 
;wthn ll iri ty. r~a li ty , In.lt.h -tt' lii ng . ;l nd lilt" sd l withi n i n cr~asi ngly intr ica te frames 
of <' ig nifi ("a l io ll . f ocusing br Imns on Lh e bac kground , mirldl(' grou nd , anrl ron :-
ground (J. relt'\·'HH swath of n ll tur al histor y, <L wdl .. wlcned s\\ '<l lch 0 1" uHl lcmpOr;;t-
neous prin' n drure, an d 'h f: prim<lly lC):. l ~), ThrAl"1iil t'H 0/ UN/til) offers a n 
intcqJl"ctati o n ofantehellLlI Tl 1'001l,IllCe that is <l.I nne(' detailed , lluanced, and expan-
si\'e. :-.J"ot on ly doe s il jJ[nClll insightful , \\'d l-in tl)I'JlIed realiings o f ill d ivid ual tC;( lS: 
The . \ rh ilf:J"!I of {( {'{!li ly ;l("h it ,\·t: ~ the far more nmhirjol1s gual o f " rec<lst ! ing] fli t 
pen;isknt Amt'ri( ',m IH.·lit-of in l.l reali ty l IllCOITIl Plt'd b \" CO llHl)("I Li •• lj /.ation as th (" 
powt"rhl l k.\{acy of romamici sm" (xi ) . 
EX(Jloiling W1Ul he idellllri es as "the shared logic or new hi s[()ricisTll and 1'0" 
mance" (94: S(T also 17) . \\'(' ~T, J)l'li(H'l\l ~ a kinrl of literary archac olob'"Y ill hi, 
l"(.To llStr ll lli o n of " The S{oq' T e lk r" that inJ( )ITll, the sUlcl y :1.0( a who le, \Ve'a 
RESOl..: RCFS r O t{ A_\lERIC\r\ I.lTERARY STL'J.)\', Vol :14, 100!1. 
(;()pyright ,:~~ 20 11 A~IS 1)I T~S, In(", 
Rr <;() L' R( E~ ~OK -\.\!LKIC\N I,ITERARY STUO\' 
excava tes Lhe- brukl.:l1 sh ,\rds of H:l\vthorn e 's lo!' t colkcl ion an d th en pi(:c<.:s to-
g e ther the !i'agmcllls on Ihf' IXI.~is of e\ id e lln ~ u tlkd frolll I(-"!ters , journals, and 
the ~llrvi\'ing ~lOric ~ thell1'iehcs , ElsndlCn: ill Il i~ hnok, \Ves, exV.:uns this pract ice 
0(' It>xTIlal ardldt' cJ\Og:y Ily r('nl!1~trll c till g anlltnd l ("xL~ lhat are , in lli cmsd ves, iutac t 
:m ('b bor<l L<.: per ill 'X! o r (, l1 ltlll'a l rc lin: ll t'WSp'qJ\..'1' an i cl ('~ , ad vt'I'fi~('m(' nls, popula; 
hooks, l (,l HT~, d agu/:' rreo l ~-p(:~ , IlJm·i l1 !-! p.lIlonnnas, I('icgra phi(: d isp<l l( 'he s, ... nd po-
lilie,11 pmp<lgandtL W iLh ;-1 !limbic lI anrl lin~ or :l l"cili"a l sources, Wesl pmvirlcs a 
rkh , o lkll Illln q w ("[t'rI , ,lIlri a l\\"ar~ ilhlln ina t ing (;OIIlCX I 1O r('veal how llawthQrne 
anti :Vld,·i ll" n lll cf" i\"('d of tht' ,,11·1. o f mma tH'(' <IS ;1 m o d e or Lruth-rellin g g rolll1cled 
in an llllmed iatcd ur " f() \IlHLtt iot1:tl" H" ·ll it \' in con tradislillctio n \0 " range of 
{' llH:'q . .;-ing popular J(mn s th"r :-l ~serlcd lheir OWl! c:laillls to ~ nllhenti(ity in all in(Tca.<;_ 
illgly comtlwrci<ll i/l~d markclplace, 
West's p n~it'l"l is hI ('xamine " how Hawtho rne and I'>ldvillc ddin ("d LlI ~ nlS('lv~s 
;·m d Lh t:ir art <. t .~a.insl. t h ... ln li:lfIH<l liou;,\! praniccs o f a n r:Hwrgt'llt 1ll<1 ~s I"l II n lrC': " <l.lId 
" imagined themsc h'cs ... <1 :- ' ;u'hilns o f rC <l li t ~" -pri\' i l{'g{'d seers wlto portrayed 
the <ll1tehd lu Hl 1..011lIlW1"(j,,1 r{'\·ol ul ion 01:" a lll n ·;·" 10 Ihe 'T r y <; ' :lbiJ il.y o f truth " 
(x) , vresl i ~ to 1)(' com mended 10 1- his n :fusa l lu ra kt' [he cn m fona ble , well-t raveled 
1);(1 11 in 1 hi" tlll' t iculo ll" s[.l ld y. \\,hi1c acku(lwledg i n~ th e c() llLrih uL iOit S orne\\' Itistor-
i cisl~ who h <t\c pmit h ll1~ d Hawthurne ;ll1 d \ Ich ilk as <lst,lllc nt!tll ra l l'li Li cs who 
Ill il naged 10 srep o ut s id e Llieil- OWll hisloric;lI thl mes, \Ves\ ar~u(:s lilat. " Ilaw-
thorne 's and I\khi llc\ ,~ktrcd ~t"nst' of 'rcalil y' (lS a \l"Ord to he pl ;tc('(] in scne 
quole ~ seel1lS k"" ,I \(' hid't' of social n -iL iquc tlt all a l;mgll:lgc fo r im aginill!; and 
c · olllnlll n i ("a t i ll~ ,., 'it' lf bCY')l)d the Ihn:at o f / '0 111"' ('1 1\(' id cJJ ti tY-lIIa kill g" (18). A" 
W('st <,I;l lc .'i il l h i.>; i,11lrochl(l illn . h is e h a p tc r:, · 'I'lpproi.ll"hl tl u ' fiPnl n SI I"Uuiw'" 
\\ulld \·ic\\, o i" mlll .'1 t II '\..' ;1 ,, hlllh histor ic i l (sil;lIwcl b~' p:tn inllar d iscllrshc awl m ate-
ri,11 co ntexls) and I 1II,: IOl"i (";.( 1 (elll llloYC-'ri h~ it.o; pra L"l il iOIll'Hi a s " Hl(',UlS of n ego tiat-
ing· suc h COlllC"fS ) ." 111 pur<';llinR lh is d oubk-nlgC'd ~ l r;l1q.,f\, h i' \ l1 ggl.'.~ I ~, his WQI-k 
" olfer ls l ,., Oelll account or llt(' WIll<tllli c Ili f.{h t fl"Om (I Hllillgcll n · lil al. has hccn 
inrormed tl\ lb(' il1 si,~ l ll.s :mcl prioritit'~ nr n ew h i~l.oriLi~lll, <llc<tding O!":lllldwllulll 
li l('],;LlllT alld (,111111n ' fh a l SI;'(,S Lil(' 1001uIH:c r 's desire ror <I dilferenl k ino nr reality 
,, ~ a dream thai W<i ~ lin n ly gTOl1I HIt-'(\ in p1:ln' a n d lime" (~~ ), In i to;. d forl to 
;KI..Olllp lis!t t his (Tilin ,1 :'::0 ;11 , 'I'll" Arl!ill' l _) Ii/" Ura l ;l." d OI' s nOI dis.appo inl. 
Wl'st 's ~t-'{: I iOIl (Ul 11;I\\"l hv fl lI..' ht'~ri ll s by (' x:-tll ii ni n g th e .i l)u rtl ;tT i ~ lit" 1I (:" tI1l 1C:'1lI o f 
;1 srn S;l 1 io naI I M?(I S ;,I( ' 111 Ill llnlcl ' case a nd th \..' n t"O ll t r~L-.; L<; Ille n lH T agl' cll 111 (: Cl'llll t: 
in th e pn~ ss \,· it lt Ha Wl lh ) t"nc', l-e"I" III :;C, as rd lcn(:d in hi s priV:lf t> (,OIT(:"~ponden ce, 
\Vesl then amllY'. (: ~ .1 JiILJc-\';'HOWI1 talt" 1);lSl' d on the incidctlt to ~hC)h hOh Ha\\·-
tlw rnc po:-itiOllCti h i~ (lW ll mode o f storYTelling :lg<1inst the n;\rfatin' lugic of the 
emerging pt"nn ~ pl"C'S~, ·J\:I1. Higginbotham 's C:,Il<.lsu·ophe" (Un,!) is, as \'\'est 
poinrs OHI, the t)JJ I,. tall: in " The Story Te ll (·I '" cyck that was publish ed in it" 
original narrali\(, f1 'U l1('. I" JI(' hu: l th;H tlte {"r :lIl lt ' r('maill~ illTan ; l1l (l\\' ,~ \\'esl TO 
' lIIa lyz.· ("]osd y H ;l\\" th nr n('\ positio n ing 0 1 rllt' slOry':; td kr as "' bOlh the p l u t! uc:e r 
:ltld tl w I--'t'l ldla l- o f his " Ik s" (45) \- i s-~\-\- i .s th t: 1l :lrr;lJ(w-.llItho r. .... ·ho n· ma ill " sa lt-Iy 
otll.~ide !.Iw j oslle- and rr~y ( If t ll c lI1 d1"kl'lpl:tc~ . W(':)t 's hll-ger al1; tly~h. e X1.ell d s 10 
sitc h b.llt i li.al- fal n;ls '·\\"ilkcf it.'ld " ( l 8 :Ei ). " '11K .-\llI l)irio lls ( ~l lesl · ( I WVI) , am i 
" ·l"hc: I)t'\'il in M ,Ii"JllSlri ll1" ( 11-1:1:'1) , and tb ~ ... e nion w tlduc\cs wilb <I tardld I·catt-
ing o f tropcs of n~presen t ation in Th e ![OUSI' o/! hi! .,'nH'1I (;ah!I'.1 (I H:) 1), 
2:; 7 
In th e ~c('olld half o f Ih e honk, \Vest ("om p 1i cHTc s rw:e nt rp: l d i ll g.~ o f Melville by 
df'lIlon ,~ rrar i llg h oI\' hi s {Ti Liq u (: o [ po pular cultun:' ti m nioHccl -, im ul ta n c o ll sl} as a 
fu r m of .. ('\ I ~ i nn·ntion, rill ' M"("l io ll o pens with ;) co mpd liHg- p..:ad inp; of \ 'lrh'il h ' s 
" O lrt Zad ." , an j( l ~s ( HH7) , ;1 s("' Tin of sal.il iGd skc lch e <; p llhlish cd ano nym ousl)" 
rturing ril e ;tdm ill i~l ra lion or7,;.lc h <l q T:'lyln r and th e ram p- up lO rlw \ -lexiean W,ll' , 
" Al il lim ~ Wll <.: 11 AIIlCliGtll , i uurllali~m was chu rning our hroad <lJl cl {OTlScqucl1 l ial 
m~ths abOll l ,-\ rn~rican cxpallS io ll , i\1l'xica u in fe r io ri ty, an d racia l he tenlg-t' ll c i ly rlS 
~l th n 'a t l{) n a tl(IIWI cohesl \'t ~ n c ... s. a ll lIluit:, ' ,11(.' ~t.:g is o f a techn o lo h,,'-hasc d cI" im 
T.O io fid lihle ',llId im t<lnla tl COUS ( om mlllli(:a Tio n ." West argues. "'~'vlch'i ll ('" 's p a ro d ic 
s kt' lch e~ c '< pn.;('( \ j'lIlnla iislJI <IS a l"' lrefully rll<l llll f:l f T.l lrf'<i p rod ut"l. lh:n cmpm l>"cn.:d 
~11 C h mylhma\" ing" (~l() .l, ill I he ~ ubscquCl1 \. lwO chapten - o n Typo' (1 8-1/i) a lld 
" Bellito CC!"<:J10 " (l8561-\\'~s l. "rcvcalhllita l, as illlhe 'Old Zac k' skerches , lh t~ ~t' 
\\o rb rell ce l ~'kh'i l! c\ p<lnind ~lr ~\lhjen p o siTioll as a wbitc lIJ ale Amel'icln ,HHlJor 
{"o llt inually (,'\'ad ing rlie <llII ho t i .. l a nd co m lll n n;il idt':rn ilics fo isL .. : d upo n hi m hy' 
th e m as., marke tp lace " ( \ 2X). 
"\ '('st ' s rca(lill h'S a re sli bslall l ia l. Oli g in;\J, su r prisin g . and deep . Occasio nal I>, til<' 
j o ur on ir st' lt is mOll' inlCr('s li ng th an tIlt' dt' srilla rio ll. III Ih e c hap te r o n ")'/ 1(>1', 
lhe c()llclus ion st't' ms visih le: fro lll Lhe outse l, ,1 limirarioll lal"g:d~ .. 1l1itigared by rh e 
aCllme n of ti ll' lwcnly in ter ve ni ng paw's, Alld in ,'I f"e .... piac t's, \Ves1. \ t.:x Lrapola tion s 
rec<lll Ju li,1ll Il awt!Jo r nc's re rer('Hct' 10 tlw g- I"e:l l row ancer' !; " power o f m aki ng-
hric ks h'i tiu,1l1l .. Ira\\' , a m I (,.'\(' 0 wilho ut clay u po n o n :a siou"' ("The Salem of Haw-
thorne," (.' (> lIlI£I"Y 1/IIJ..Hm/rd M md ldr M agal.lll f' 2~, 1 1 HUH 1: 4). From Hawtho rn e '" 
statemcnl in hi s llo LebooK Ih;H " II I l1c l"(.' i:s no .. uch tll ing: ;IS :l rr lll: por tr a it , 
nlCY are <'t Il d t' lllSions," \\'<.:S1. (J\'erreaeh c~ h'l\(,l1 he {"()IIClll d e~ lil ar "to n :j cl t all 
ponl'li L~ as 'c\l'iWiions' is to red efi n c thl' IHllll<m S11hjc{"f a" 1I1 d [ wh ich no rt'pn :scl ll.l-
li o n cOltld cn- I" C()tl t,tln" ( 7 1), Yn cad i cha pte r i ... l'c p \t' rt· wilh I)l"illian tl v h i ~ T (l r i ­
<.. i l:('(1 le X- lil a I a n a l ~ .... is so ,ha l wh a t m ig-III o lIKT,\,i::.(' <'I:'em a sig n ificant. fl aw in lh e 
;trg ll lll c ll ta ti \'c:" fabric :IP PI';II"S m el el" a di!'tr;t( l illg ~ l\lb . 
One (If lll .... ~,l\ i :'i r<1c t i ()ns of '/ "lt r .. t ,.bifl'l"S u/ Rl'fdl ly is its H' lI d( 'IU:Y tu gin~ re;u tns 
lllO[C than they lMl)!"tincd ror, \\'h:ll the tiil e , l,\uk of UHltCn l S, a nd G )\"t'I' copy do 
llOI H'w'al i ~ I h t~ illlpn:ssin: !',1llge and i1llag-il\;\1 in :ll c s," 01 West 's Icx11l:11 jllxlapo sj -
lions: H <lWl li o J n(''",' Stm y T e lll ' r "' llI in g le ... \\i lh Fclg ,lI' .\l l<lII P(J~\ Du p in: Cl iffo rd 
Pyn c hc o n r" lI .. ",ho uldl'l'''' with i\crl HlLn tl i ll ~: " Pol' n it o Ce rc lI " " st.\ n ns : I longsi<l (~ 
H a lTie t Bn 'che r Stowt', Fnx[(- r id ; Do uglass, :Iud Wi ll i~ lI n '-\'("11 ... Brown ((0 ~(lr no lh-
in g 0 1" ;\I (jb,r- /)i(~' [ 18:, 11 and "/'I,,.. ('o'll /il/n u l' ,\I(II~ I I H:,711 , Topp in g it a ll o f( W('St 's 
·'Cor];)" pn~ "" : lllS :t Tl t'n~ <l g in g disc tl ~~ioll in which R(" h("'u;t I i<u di[]~ Davis 's I. iji> in 
I /iI' Trlill ;\1ills ( I ,'Hi 1 i is clncrlv e nlisted to IT\'ca l 1 he tlllex pec1e d c: o nlilluit v between 
r01Halll l' and realism: a 1H lIcl l-lI t.:l'ckd cnrrec t i \'(~ fo r rlw abrupl a nd :trlifi c i ~1 1 I'\l p-
lu re rh a t h ao; h ("'Cl lJ ll t' !le a dy ;i '\ io l"l1 <1 li c ill dl(' ('o lwtn t io nal rh'O-!,(.' lI lc<;te r a nrh o lo b,:'· 
dri \'(.'1l dd in t-a tio n 0 1" AII U'r i(·'1II lit e ra r y Ii isto l y, In the e ud . wh a l ~Ip}'cars o n th e 
o n tsi (k to be ... mllcl c ,q t\'io-:t nr h o r s tudy It' lps! o »!:s o ut to e n n Hn p <l s..'i nl lH:h IIl l)f e , 
Til l' A rli ill' i) oj" Rm lih" illll lll i ll : H~S l1 0t 0111\' h o \.\' f-l awl h orlll' and t>.kl \" illt' t' nga~l'd 
wiLh the r:lr ir lly challging led mologit'.' and c(;o lJ om ics or rCpl"('~l ~ l"Ha l i ()1I in "l lH~hd­
!tlln .\lII t;' r i(a bur ,,]so the complex W;lYS in wb ic b romanCf nl',!,;'ofLtH, s all lln r~a l 
\\'o dd whc l'c "'~l u th (: Il' ic i T y" t"in.: u lale," as (" lIlT{ ~ Il t" y, inf(Jrm ati o n i ,~ rnallufaclU red 
l iw llIa-;s COIl"IITll p tio n , a nrt n :a li ty itsel f" i" tl t":I1.1y p<lLkagcn fo r a re <l0 Y s~d (.' , 
Salah'Vads'Kor th 
,'Ho"l"q llf'/le r.Jfl ii J~,'ni t), 
